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BOOK REVIEWS
Zebulon Pike, Thomas Jefferson, and the Opening of
the American West. Edited by Matthew L. Harris
and Jay H. Buckley. Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2012. x + 242 pp. Photographs,
notes, maps, appendices, bibliography, index.
$29.95.

Plains and the Southwest within the context of
Jeffersonian manifest destiny. Quite simply, Pike
was the first American to reconnoiter deep into
these southern territories and to postulate their
potential in his published journals and cartography, therewith also helping to define the border
between the United States and New Spain. Jared
Orsi then deals somewhat uniquely with the environmental effect of Pike’s searches, and William
E. Foley considers Wilkinson, his relationship to
Pike, and the controversy surrounding it. An answer emerges to the question of whether Pike was
an explorer or a spy: probably both, but only for
his country, the new United States.
This fascinating and vital volume goes a long
way toward helping restore Pike and his feats
in the Great Plains and the Southwest to their
rightful place in American history. It also should
stimulate other scholars to continued research on
Pike and his ventures.

During the 200th anniversary commemoration
of the Louisiana Purchase, Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark and their achievements in exploration and cartography of the northern reaches of
the territory were much celebrated with books,
articles, and conferences as well as coins, medals,
and postage stamps. Zebulon Montgomery Pike’s
similar investigation and mapping of the southern parts of the region were marked appreciably
less. Why? Were his accomplishments any less
than those of Lewis and Clark? Was it that he
got “lost” and was captured by the Spanish, who
had earlier failed to intercept Lewis and Clark?
Or was it because he was sent to spy against the
Spanish for the United States or associated with
former Vice President Aaron Burr and Louisiana
Governor General James Wilkinson, who hoped
to carve out a country of their own in the American Southwest? After his death as a general during the War of 1812, Pike was equally esteemed
with Lewis and Clark throughout the nineteenth
century, but in the twentieth he drifted into
more relative obscurity. And the reasons are yet
unclear.
This comparatively small book brings together
eight prominent scholars of the American West,
drawing upon the most current research in a
laudable and mighty attempt to bring Pike out
from under the shadow of Lewis and Clark. Matthew L. Harris’s introduction ably sets the tone
and almost obsessively discusses the controversies
surrounding Pike. In the first four and the sixth
essays, Jay H. Buckley (first and fourth), James
P. Ronda, John Logan Allen, and Leo E. Oliva,
respectively, discuss the major import of Pike’s
exploration and mapping of the southern Great

DENNIS REINHARTZ
Department of History, Emeritus
University of Texas at Arlington
Buying America from the Indians: “Johnson v.
McIntosh” and the History of Native Land Rights.
By Blake A. Watson. Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 2012. xvi + 494 pp. Photographs, illustrations, maps, notes, bibliography,
index. $45.00.
Johnson v. McIntosh is one of the most important
cases ruled on by the United States Supreme
Court. Decided in 1823, the Court adopted the
international law of colonialism, called today the
Doctrine of Discovery, to be the controlling legal
precedent on whether American Indian nations
owned the absolute title, or the fee simple title,
to their lands and thereby possessed the property right to sell land to whomever they wished
for whatever amount they could negotiate. The
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Supreme Court held that under the Doctrine of
Discovery, Indigenous nations had lost the full
ownership of their lands and could only sell to
the government that held the discovery preemption power, that is, the right to be the only purchaser. Johnson is still the law today, restricting
the property rights of American Indian nations
across the country and bearing upon tribal nations and their governing powers and economic
rights.
As befits such an important case, numerous
books and articles have been written on Johnson.
Blake Watson’s book is less a legal analysis of
the case than a meticulous factual and historical
look at the attempts of the Wabash and Illinois
companies to get confirmation of their 1773 and
1775 purchases of lands from tribal governments
located in what is now Illinois and Indiana. The
companies and their shareholders knew they
were taking big risks by buying directly from tribal leaders, and this book describes the tortuous
path they followed in attempting to get approval
of the purchases, first from the British Crown,
then from colonial governments, state governments, and ultimately the federal government
and the Supreme Court. They failed at every turn
for fifty years, and instead the United States exercised its preemption right under discovery to
be the only purchaser of tribal lands when it purchased most of the lands at issue in Johnson from
the tribes in treaties in 1813.
Watson carefully leads the reader through a
cast of hundreds and a fifty-year process of bribing, conniving, and planning by these companies
to secure the fruits of their deals. He adds valuable information on the characters and events
and on this most important case that still affects all American Indian nations. He helps the
serious student of Johnson v. McIntosh come to a
deeper understanding of the case, the times, and
the participants. If you want to delve into the
background story of the Johnson case, this is the
book for you.
ROBERT J. MILLER
Lewis and Clark Law School
Portland, Oregon

The Republic of Nature: An Environmental History
of the United States. By Mark Fiege. Foreword by
William Cronon. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2012. xii + 584 pp. Photographs, maps,
illustrations, notes, references, index. $34.95.
This is not an environmental history of America.
That would require several volumes, as William
Cronon’s foreword acknowledges. Instead, Mark
Fiege looks at nine episodes of American history
and tells us how nature—the environment—played
its part in their unfolding.
The traditional definition of environmental
history, expressed by historian Richard White,
is the study of the consequences of human actions on the environment, and the reciprocal
consequences of an altered nature on human society. In Fiege’s fresh view, “humanity’s freedom
to think and act inevitably encounters the limits
that nature imposes.”
Each of his nine essays focuses on a specific
historical situation, explaining it in terms of its
natural setting, the limits imposed by nature and
the environment, and the consequences of human invasion. This unusual approach has varying
degrees of success in the telling.
The attempt to assign determining significance to natural elements in the first episode, focused on the Salem witch trials, is much less persuasive than in later vignettes. More convincing
is Fiege’s discussion of the struggle for American
independence, a struggle deeply concerned with
natural law and natural rights. His treatment of
slavery revolves around the significance of cotton
agronomy.
One of Fiege’s best analyses of the interplay between environment and history is his account of
the construction of the transcontinental railroad,
including the importance of its course through
the Great Plains. Here nature had to be overcome
by a deadline, and men struggled against natural
roadblocks all along the route.
Other chapters of The Republic of Nature take
up Lincoln and internal improvements, the Civil
War, the Manhattan Project, Brown v. Board of Education, and the national response to the 1973–74
oil shock.

